Introduction
Environmental history offers challenges and possibilities not only to so-called traditional historians, but to the spectrum of left historians as well. On one level its project is 'conservative': it aims to resituate human history to where it has been all along -within nature. But on another level its implications are radical: it calls into question human-centered sociologies, and problematizes the role of humans in transforming the rest of nature.
In Canada environmental history has developed relatively slowly. While in the United States and Europe the environmental political debates of the last twenty years have reinvigorated an environmental approach to history, in Canada a similar political conjuncture has not produced the same productive There are many contenders for that. In the past the argument was mainly made that it was the ideas of rich and powerful leaders that made change happen. We have been getting below that level for a long time to look at things like class conflicts, ethnic loyalties and so forth. I think environmental history is asking us to dig even deeper to see that our relationships with the natural world have been an important historical force; that much of what goes on in human society, when we look under the surface, is grounded upon a relationship with the natural world; that human relationships, including the relations of labour and capital, in some ways, have their roots in a relationship with nature. Now, I know you can push that argument so hard that people get very wary; they start calling you an environmental determinist. I am simply saying that the relationship is a very important force in history, not in the simplistic sense that the environment 'does this to us.' But I am arguing as an environmental historian that the interaction, the relationship with and the perception of the natural world are very central to much that has happened in human history. It is time that we put the environment back into our understanding of why change happens and the directions that it takes. DW: I think people are too worried about trying to define the field and draw its boundaries. I have never been very comfortable with drawing strict boundaries. The field is still young; it is too early to draw its boundaries. You should simply pursue whichever level seems appropriate and interesting. If you want to call it environmental history, do so. You don't need anyone's permission! 1 16 left history A field that is centered on making connections seems to me to be a hard field to draw neat little boundaries around; it can be approached from many angles. I do often tell the graduate students who work with me that their best approach is to find something local and get to know it intimately, from top to bottom. I think they learn the tools of environmental analysis more easily if they can apply it to a limited place. But also, I think (and this gets into more personal and philosophical grounds) that much of our education uproots us from where we are. One of my friends says that the only major at American universities is upward mobility -which usually means leaving home and losing a sense of place. It is rather important that environmental history come to grips with that. Part of its mission is to help people look very closely at places, to develop some feeling for those places. It may not be the place you want to spend your whole life in. But I think it is good for all of us to have such a place and work from it. It is important to have a sense of where your place in the world is that you care about, which you study and where you see broader issues reflected. tional, global environmental history. I work on a number of different levels. I suppose the loyalties that mean the most to me personally are the local and the global. I feel a local, regional attachment more than I do to an entity called the United States of America. And I feel a greater interest in and sense of responsibility toward the whole planet with its interconnected systems than I do to an entity called the United States of America. If I had to set up a hierarchy, I guess it would go from the local to the global, and somewhere down the line would be the nation-state. It seems to me that historians, on the other hand, have traditionally almost turned that hierarchy upside down. So, as a maverick, I have to work to turn it back up the way it should be.
ME: At an environmental history conference nearly ten years ago

ME: This seems to tie in to the talk you gave at this conference on the material and mythological character of comparative development in
